The effects of morphine on cell proliferation.
There is increasing evidence that endogenous opioid peptides ("enkephalins") and other neurotransmitters have widespread, receptor-mediated roles as growth regulators in non-neuronal cells and tissues. For example, it is now believed that enkephalins produced in placental trophoblast giant cells have multiple roles in supporting embryo growth, and in maternal adaptation to pregnancy. Since plant and synthetic narcotics (e.g., morphine) bind to the same receptors, the questions immediately arise: Do narcotics also have actions as growth regulators? If so, do these actions have physiological significance in addicts? Recent work on the first of these questions is covered in this review. While the greatest volume of research has been focused on the proliferative effects of narcotics for cells of the immune system, the roles of opioid peptides and narcotics on the growth of a variety of other cells has come under study recently.